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As if there weren’t enough headaches
associated with establishing a
reputation in science, for many young
scientists there is also the nagging
question, “How on earth am I going
to fit having children into this?” As a
student or postdoc working long,
irregular hours, the concept of having
to fit one’s work around childcare
seems almost impossible. And yet
many scientists do have children, and
some of them even stay in science
afterwards.
Having done this myself, I can
say that there is no easy way to
manage it. Like most parents in
demanding jobs, there will be times
when you feel your tenuous foothold
on the career ladder is slipping as
you juggle work and home
commitments. But in reality, a few
years of go-slow in the lab could be a
welcome relief, though you may only
appreciate this afterwards.
For most of us, the decision to
start a family inevitably coincides
with the time when we need to
devote every waking hour to
working in the lab. For this reason,
if you’re a woman, the best time to
have children is as early as possible
in your career. This way, by the time
you have got through postdocs and
might be starting your own lab, the
kids will have left home and you
will still have at least 20 working
years to become famous. Because
you have taken longer at the
beginning, you will be older than
other lab leaders and so avoid
getting jaded with the whole
science business before you reach
your mid-forties. In addition, raising
children is very good practice for
running a lab.
In reality, however, nearly all
female scientists I know either do
not have children or only start a
family in their thirties or forties.
Most seem to feel they need a few
substantial papers under their belt
before taking time off. The
disadvantage with this choice is that
childbirth gets worse with age, as
does one’s ability to cope with lack of
sleep. (And I can guarantee that
whenever I have to give an important
talk or catch an early plane the next
day, at least one of my two daughters
will be up sick all night.)
For male scientists, it’s best to
leave having children as late as
possible, preferably until you have an
enormous lab which functions better
without you, so that they won’t notice
if you don’t show up for a few weeks
while you cope with a new baby.
Raising children is very good
practice for running a lab
So, if you decide to have children,
which is the best country to be
living in? I would vote for an
enlightened scandanavian country
such as Sweden, where nearly all
women work after having children,
so mothers needn’t feel guilty about
leaving them in childcare. They also
have good, state-run nurseries. In
contrast, if you live in the UK most
of your salary will go on childcare so
that, especially at low times in the
lab, you may well wonder why you
work at all.
In addition, in Sweden there is
generous leave after childbirth,
which can be shared between mother
and father. So, if you are a science
couple, the mother can take the first
six months off (although of course
still taking the baby into her office
while she keeps in touch) and the
father the second six. I would
certainly not vote for starting a family
in the US, where it seems that just
six weeks is the accepted leave of
absence for a woman after childbirth,
at least in pharmaceutical and
biotech companies.
So, what about the place of work
— is it better to work in academia or
in a company? This obviously varies
from country to country, but
universities in the UK generally give
good terms of maternity leave, both
to permanent and contract staff.
They also run subsidized nurseries
(although the waiting lists are usually
so long that your child might be five
years old by the time you are
allocated a place). In contrast, none
except the biggest pharmaceutical or
biotech companies is likely to offer
childcare facilities, although some
offer good terms of maternity leave
and even the possibility of working
part-time.
On the face of it, one advantage of
working in academia is the flexibility
in working hours. In practice, even if
your experiments are well-behaved,
so that you can be in the lab only
part-time, you’ll probably end up
burning the midnight oil at home to
keep administration and/or teaching
commitments on track.
And finally, when you’re trying to
juggle career and family, it helps to
have a suitable partner. If you can
find one who is happy to stay at
home and nurture the children and
never minds when you get home late
or travel incessently, you’re onto a
winner. The next best choice might
be another scientist, so that you can
both work flexible hours and fit
around one anothers’ schedules. The
only problem with this plan is that
you will probably spend so little time
together that your children might not
realize that you have a relationship.
And be prepared for the day when you
ask “Where’s your father tonight?” to
be told, “Didn’t you know he’s in
Boston this week, Mum?”
Address: Ludwig Institute for Cancer
Research, University College London
Branch, 91 Riding House Street, London
W1P 8BT, UK.
R473
Magazine
